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ABSTRACT 
Over the past three decades, interests in conservation have rapidly rallied around the concept of 
transfrontier conservation area (TFCA). The establishment of trans-border conservation have received 
massive support from donors, governments and environmental NGOs. Coordinators of TFCAs were 
appointed, inter-governmental agreements were signed, and workshops and conferences were convened 
in support of transnational forms of management. This model to conservation has come to be seen as 
more effective than national level management because of the transboundary nature of environmental 
problems. However, the Greater Mapungubwe Transfrontier Conservation Areas (GMTFCA) appear to 
have lost momentum (stalled) since the signing of the Memorandum of Understanding. This begs the 
question, what are the politics and problems associated with the establishment of GMTFCAs on the 
Botswana-South Africa-Zimbabwe borderlands. This paper tries to answer this question with the hope 
that the challenges, competing agendas and points of conflict surrounding the creation of GMTFCAs 
might emerge. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
In the post-colonial era, transfrontier conservation areas (TFCAs) have come to be seen as a means for 
achieving the modernization of conservation policies (Ferreira, 2003; 2004). But most importantly, 
proponents saw this approach as more effective than national level management in achieving 
conservation objectives because of the transboundary nature of environmental problems (Sandwith et 
al., 2001; Van der Linde et al., 2001; Hanks, 3003; Ali 2007). As a result, massive funds were sourced 
from variety of donors including World Bank’s Global Environmental Facility (GEF) to support the 
establishment of TFCAs (Wolmer, 2003; Duffy, 2006). International coordinators were employed, 
workshops and conferences were convened, and inter-governmental agreements were signed to 
establish TFCAs. The southern African region in particular has embraced the TFCA idea for its potential 
contribution to the management of biodiversity and its promise of economic benefit from ecotourism.  
 
The Heads of states of the southern African region were honoured for supporting the TFCAs by being 
made honorary patrons. The former and late president of South Africa Dr Nelson Mandela has 
particularly been singled out as the founding patron for the TFCAs (Peace Parks Foundation, 2016).  
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Whilst there was wide-ranging excitement about and support for the creation of cross-border 
conservation area, they seem to have lost momentum. I use Greater Mapungubwe on the Botswana-
South Africa-Zimbabwe borderlands as a case study to give a detailed analysis of the factors that 
constrains and undermine the realisation of an African dream – ‘establishment of the greatest animal 
kingdom’. The analysis is preceded by a brief literature review.  
 
2. THE RISE OF TRANSFRONTIER CONSERVATION AREAS IN SOUTHERN 
AFRICA 
The creation of TFCAs have a long history which dates back to the creation of the first bi-national park 
on the United States-Canadian border in 1926 (van Amerom, 2002; Duffy, 2006). Though southern 
Africa is geographically well suited for the establishment of TFCAs, the apartheid particularly in South 
Africa and the overall low quality of foreign relations between South Africa and its neighbouring 
countries made it impossible to establish TFCAs in the region (van Amerom, 2002). The official ending 
of apartheid in South Africa in 1994 created favourable condition for the establishment of TFCAs in 
southern African region. Nowhere else in Africa has the concept of TFCAs truly sparked into life than 
in southern Africa (Peace Parks Foundation, 2012). The courageous dream of contiguous TFCAs in 
southern Africa was realized when the late Dr. Anton Rupert, a South African business magnate, made 
formal proposals for the TFCAs with the support of his long-time friend, the late Prince Bernard of the 
Netherlands (Spierenburg and Wels, 2010; Ramutsindela et al., 2011).  
 
The signing of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) Protocol on Wildlife 
Conservation and Law Enforcement on the 18th of August 1999 provided a momentum for the 
establishment of TFCAs in the region. Conservation through transfrontier parks encompass areas of 
land and/or sea that straddle the political boundaries between two or more states, and cover ‘natural 
systems’ that include one or more protected areas (Sandwith et al., 2001: 3). The principle of creating 
TFCAs remains simple: dissolve political and economic borders in order to re-establish traditional 
migratory routes for wildlife (Hanks, 2003; Ferreira, 2004; Munthali, 2007; Barquet, 2015). This 
reasoning is in line with the Thalweg doctrine that historically tried to essentialize national territories 
as natural by drawing political borders along rivers. Since riverine environments are important 
biological habitats and nodal points for the migratory routes of wildlife, consequently TFCA proponents 
are so obsessed with borderlands. The removal of borders to promote the establishment of TFCAs 
appears to fit in well with the ideals of the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (Nepad).  
 
The bigger picture of creating TFCAs is to promote political, economic and cultural cooperation among 
the participating governments and stakeholders (Katerere et al., 2001; Van der Linde et al., 2001; Ali 
2007). This initiative is supposed to uplift communities living within and around TFCAs (Sandwith et 
al., 2001; Hanks, 2003; Ferreira, 2004; Munthali et al., 2018), protect biodiversity (Munthali, 2007; 
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Munthali et al., 2018), boost tourism (Ferreira, 2004) and promote harmony in southern Africa (van der 
Linde et al., 2001). TFCA is also expected to re-unite communities that had been divided by colonial 
boundaries (Van der Linde et al., 2001; Ali 2007). However, other scholar question how possible is it 
that TFCA can re-unite communities divided by colonial borders since communities on each side of the 
border are ruled by governments with different laws that are not always compatible? As Wolmer (2003: 
265) has noted, “it appears very unlikely that southern African governments will be willing to cede any 
power or territory to the ethnic groups spanning their borders and TFCA is likely to cause inter-state 
disputes rather than to assuage them”.  
 
In addition, TFCAs are expected to provide a platform to address the individual parks’ most serious 
threats to wildlife which includes illegal poaching (Cumming, 1987), loss of habitat, and habitat 
fragmentation (Fahrig, 2003; Hanks, 2003). Furthermore, there has been growing recognition that most 
governments in southern Africa are failing to sustain effective management of their protected area 
systems principally due to lack of capacity, funding and political will. As a result, most state protected 
areas agencies are unable to employ sufficient numbers of qualified staff and fail to provide the requisite 
infrastructure and equipment that can achieve the management requirements of protected areas 
(Munthali, 2007). It is therefore acknowledged that environmental problems (such as conservation, 
pollution and climate change) demand international cooperation and collaboration because the effects 
of those problems are not state bound (Ramutsindela, 2004; Duffy, 2006). This necessitates the 
integration of protected areas that are in close proximity yet separated by international boundaries to be 
managed as TFCAs.  
 
As Ramutsindela (2004) has noted, biodiversity is presented as a global heritage and therefore its 
protection becomes the responsibility of the international community. It is anticipated that cooperation, 
collaboration and joint management of biodiversity by participating countries will help to resolve 
conservation problems (Ferreira, 2004; Munthali, 2007; Ali 2007). Others, however, critic that these 
claims are overstated and not realised in practice. Scholars argued that TFCAs are established in areas 
that are filled with multiple networks that are equally interested in gaining access and competing for 
control over the resources (Wolmer, 2003; Duffy, 2006; Sinthumule, 2016). The involvement of a wide 
range of actors with varying interests can lead to potential conflict and power struggles among them. 
This could endanger the various environmental, socio-economic and political objectives of TFCAs (Van 
Amarom, 2002; Wolmer, 2003; Sinthumule, 2017a, b). Similarly, complex networks of actors constitute 
a significant challenge to global environmental governance in the form of TFCAs. This has the potential 
for prolonged management disagreement (Van Amarom, 2002; Hughes, 2005; Duffy, 2006). According 
to Hunges (2005), TFCA governance also becomes untenable when expanding protected areas into 
anthropogenic space portrayed as overly pristine and homogenous. Other see political instability in a 
country as a factor that can negatively affects the establishment of TFCAs (Ferreira, 2004). This study 
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interrogates the challenges, competing agendas and points of conflict surrounding the GMTFCA since 
its launch in 2006. 
 
3. THE GREATER MAPUNGUBWE TRANSFRONTIER 
The Greater Mapungubwe TFCA is not a new idea, rather it has deep historical roots. General Jan Smuts 
who was then Prime Minister of the Union of South Africa first introduced the concept of TFCA at the 
confluence of Limpopo and Shashe Rivers in 1922. The idea was to link the Dongola Nature Reserve1 
and the neighbouring Rhodesian2 government and the colony of Bechuanaland3 (Hansard, 1947 col 
12531; Sinthumule, 2017a). However, this did not materialise because of the political differences 
between Smuts’ government (United Party) and the opposition (National Party). As a result, the idea of 
a TFCA was abandoned. It would have been the first formal TFCA in Africa (Carruthers, 2006). In 
1967, the idea of establishing a National Park in the same vicinity was briefly reawakened in South 
Africa with the establishment of a small provincial Vhembe Nature Reserve (8 746ha). This was in 
recognition of the valuable archaeological sites around Mapungubwe Hill (Hall-Martin et al., 1994; 
Robinson, 1996). This did not materialize, and the idea did not re-emerge until the 1986 when another 
attempt was made to re-establish Dongola or Vhembe reserve as a National Park in the region (Hall-
Martin, 1988).  
 
The idea of a national park was raised anew by De Beers on 30th December 1993 through a letter to the 
Minister of Environmental Affairs (Hall-Martin et al., 1994; Robinson, 1996). At a meeting of the 
National Parks Board in June 1994, the Board decided to pursue the objective of proclaiming 
Mapungubwe area as a national park. The park was officially declared a National Park on 9th April 1998 
and the ultimate objective stated at the time of its official opening was that the park should become a 
major component of the TFCA shared by Botswana, South Africa and Zimbabwe (SANParks, 2010). 
This objective was realised on 22nd of June 2006 when the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was 
signed by the Ministers of three countries to establish GMTFCA. The GMTFCA encompasses the 
Mapungubwe National Park, contracted freehold land and Venetia Limpopo Nature Reserve in South 
Africa and Northern Tuli Game Reserve (NOTUGRE) in Botswana. NOTUGRE is a freehold land that 
is owned by 36 game farmers who brought down fences in the 1960s to encourage free movement of 
wildlife within the reserve. The Zimbabwean portion of the TFCA integrates the Tuli Circle Safari area, 
Sentinel Ranch, Nottingham Estate, Wildlife Management Areas (WMA) of Machuchuta, Maramani 
and River Ranch villages (Figure 1).  
                                                            
1 Now Mapungubwe National Park 
2 Now Zimbabwe 
3 Now Botswana 
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Figure1: Location of the study area (Source: Sinthumule, 25/05/2018) 
 
The aim of this study is to interrogates why the GMTFCA appear to have lost momentum (stalled) since 
its launch under an atmosphere of pomp and ceremony of June 2006 which was held at the confluence 
of Limpopo and Shashe Rivers. Among issues to be interrogated are the challenges, competing agendas 
and points of conflict undermining the realisation of a borderless landscape in Mapungubwe. In order 
to achieve this objective, fieldwork was conducted over a period of 8 years (between 2011 and 2018) 
in the three countries. The main methods used to collect data include participant observation, interviews 
and analysis of documents. The key stakeholders that were interviewed were selected using purposive 
sampling strategy. As Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007) have noted, the logic and power of purposeful 
sampling lie in selecting information-rich cases that provides the greatest insight into the research 
objectives. The fieldwork involved semi-structured interviews with 48 key informants selected to 
include the international coordinator of GMTFCA, government officials, private land owners, 
conservation NGOs who are directly involved in the creation of the TFCA as well as villagers who are 
part of the TFCA. The interview captured the challenges, competing agendas and points of conflict 
surrounding the creation of GMTFCA since its launch in 2006.   
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Other sources of data include the minutes of the Trilateral Technical Committee (TTC)4 meetings, 
government reports, Peace Parks Foundation (PPF) reports and maps, the MoU signed by Botswana, 
South Africa and Zimbabwe towards the creation of the TFCA and the Integrated Development Plan 
(IDP) of the GMTFCA. These multiple sources of information provided a way to examine the 
challenges, competing agendas and points of conflict surrounding the creation of GMTFCA since its 
launch in 2006.  
 
4. THE PROBLEMS IN THE GREATER MAPUNGUBWE TRANSFRONTIER 
Before considering in more depth the challenges, competing agendas and points of conflict in the 
GMTFCA, it would be useful to take a closer look at the achievements made since the establishment of 
the TFCA. Since the signing of the MoU, on 19 June 2009, the interim name Limpopo/Shashe was 
changed to GMTFCA by the Ministers of Botswana, South Africa and Zimbabwe. The Ministers of the 
three countries indicated that the decision to change the name of the TFCA was based on the need for 
a name that accurately reflected the uniqueness of the TFCA, adding that the name Greater 
Mapungubwe was preferred because all three countries had sites called Mapungubwe (Peace Parks 
Foundation, 2009). In 2010, the TTC finalized the IDP for the TFCA and was distributed to all 
stakeholders in the three countries. The IDP is the primary overarching planning document that forms 
the framework for operations and implementation. It provides the strategic guidelines, strategic business 
plan and concept development plan for the management, utilisation and development of the GMTFCA 
within the constraints of the existing environment (GMTFCA TTC, 2010). Furthermore, the TTC has 
finalized a draft treaty in 2011 which is yet to be signed by the state presidents of the three countries. 
Whilst there are some achievements since 2006, the creation of GMTFCA appear to have lost 
momentum (stalled) because of a number of challenges.  
 
4.1. Change of name: GMTFCA to Limpopo/Shashe  
In 2013, the name of the TFCA came back into the spotlight. The issue of the name was raised anew by 
Botswana delegation in one of the TTC meeting. The delegation from Botswana brought up a 
recommendation of a name change from the current GMTFCA to the initial name at inception of 
Limpopo/Shashe TFCA. Botswana justified the name change by arguing that Greater Mapungubwe is 
not representative of the three countries, rather it is bias towards South Africa as they already have a 
place called Mapungubwe National Park5. Limpopo and Shashe are rivers that also serve as the 
boundaries between the three countries. To the delegate from Botswana, Limpopo/Shashe TFCA will 
be connecting all the three countries because both rivers are found in all the three countries. South 
                                                            
4 Trilateral Technical Committee is a committee that is made up of delegates from Botswana, South Africa and 
Zimbabwe to provide strategic direction for attaining the objectives of the GMTFCA 
5 Interview with TTC member in Botswana, 04/07/2016 and government official, 06/07/2016 
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Africa on the other hand feels very strongly about the name Mapungubwe owing to the World Heritage 
Site and the advertising that have been invested in the name for the past years6. Zimbabwe has no 
challenge with any name. In other words, Zimbabwe is neutral about the name and is seen as the 
mediator between Botswana and South Africa7.  
 
The discussion about the name in the TTC meetings has made it impossible to reach consensus about 
other pertinent issues. For instance, lack of consensus regarding the name of the TFCA has also made 
it impossible for the three countries to come to an agreement regarding the signing of the treaty that has 
been ready since 20118. In the meantime, the GMTFCA is administered by a TTC and its working 
groups. Their role involves preparing reports and other documentation for Trilateral Ministerial 
Committee (TMC), developing action and management plans, and monitoring progress. Article 10 
number 7 of the MoU that was signed by the Ministers of the three countries in 2006 states that the TTC 
is supposed to meet at least four times in a year, or more frequently depending on the urgency of the 
issues tabled for discussion (Memorandum of Understanding, 2006: 9). According to a TTC member 
of GMTFCA, the last TTC meeting was in 2016. This means that the TTC has not met in 2017 and 
2018. This can be attributed to the lack of chairperson and international coordinator. As indicated on 
the MoU, the international coordinator of the TFCA is appointed on a rotational basis for a maximum 
period of two consecutive years. At the end of the Zimbabwean Chairmen ship and international 
coordination term in 2016, Botswana was to take over but up to date (June 2018) it has not nominated 
an official to take over the position. 
 
4.2. Donor funding 
Unlike other TFCAs that are well funded by World Bank’s Global Environmental Facility (GEF), the 
German Development Bank (KfW), USAID, and other organisations, the GMTFCA did not receive any 
donor funding9. As a result, progress to facilitate the establishment of GMTFCA has been slow and, in 
some cases, non-existent. It is agreed that each government may, in accordance with its domestic 
policies, contribute financially towards the planning and development of the TFCA through its normal 
budgeting procedures or any other sources (Memorandum of Understanding, 2006). However, country 
like Zimbabwe that was struggling economically for the past 20 years had found it difficult to promote 
tourism and support development activities particularly in communal lands that are part of the TFCA. 
It was also reported that the government of Zimbabwe had found it difficult to support delegates from 
Zimbabwe to attend TTC meetings particularly in Botswana and South Africa. The absence of donor 
funding also challenges the creation of GMTFCA. 
                                                            
6 Interview, TTC member in South Africa, 01/04/2018 
7 Interview, government official in Zimbabwe, 18/06/2018 
8 Interview, former member of TTC, 22/06/2018 
9 Interviews, government official in Zimbabwe, 18/06/2018 and former member of TTC, 22/06/2018. 
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4.3. Controlled border crossing points 
From the beginning, it was recognized that one of the keys to realizing the full benefits from wildlife 
and tourism is the installation of a controlled border crossing. The best potential site for a border 
crossing point was identified at Maswibelele in Village 16 of Maramani community near the confluence 
of Limpopo and Shashe Rivers. A border crossing at Maswibelele would link Maramani directly with 
Mapungubwe National Park in South Africa and would also provide links with the NOTUGRE in 
Botswana. The idea of a border crossing near the confluence was strongly supported by the government 
of Zimbabwe (CESVI, 2001). This was expected to improve cultural tourism particularly in Maramani 
village. As a result, prior 2007, the government of Zimbabwe constructed a house near the confluence 
to accommodate immigration officials to facilitate for the stamping and processing of the tourists’ 
passports. However, South Africa has not shown its keenness in developing a crossing point at village 
16 where Zimbabwe has made an investment. This is because SANParks is worried of the possible high 
influx of communities particularly from Maramani who will have to pass through Mapungubwe 
National Park when coming to South Africa10.  
 
Five new controlled crossing points has since been proposed for use within the core area of the TFCA 
and this includes Musimani, Sentinel, confluence (linking Botswana and South Africa), Rhodesdrift 
and Pitsane (GMTFCA TTC, 2010). According to the IDP, these controlled crossing points will only 
be used by guided tourists following proper protocols. In other words, local communities will not be 
allowed to use these crossing points despite the claim that local communities stand to benefits from the 
creation of TFCA. Whilst controlled crossing points have been proposed, no bilateral or trilateral 
agreement has been signed among the participating countries. It remains to be seen if the plan for 
crossing points will be implemented in future. 
 
4.4. Green violence in the transfrontier 
Over the years, the livestock in Maramani has grazed within the communal land. Livestock owners has 
also indicated that their livestock also pass through Shashe River into NOTUGRE to access grazing 
particularly during dry season. However, from 2004, cattle were impounded in NOTUGRE for a period 
of 14 days without food as a way of punishing local communities11. As a result, many cattle died while 
they were confiscated. One local cattle farmer recounted: “All my cattle were impounded in NOTUGRE 
in 2011 and I lost a total of 15 cows that died because of hunger. They killed my only source of income 
                                                            
10 Interview, former member of TTC, 22/06/2018. 
11 Interviews, various community members in Maramani, Zimbabwe, 18/06/2018 and Bruce Patty in 
NOTUGRE, 23/06/2013 
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but when their elephants destroy our crops, we do not confiscate them or kill them”12. The livestock 
particularly cattle serve as an important food security to the community but most importantly they are 
a principal source of income. People sell their livestock when there are auctions, funerals, parties and 
weddings (Sinthumule, 2014). The price of a cattle in 2018 in Maramani was $80013. Livestock are 
therefore highly valued in communal land of Zimbabwe.  
 
As if impounding of cattle was not enough, in 2016, a new strategy of dealing with cattle invasion into 
NOTUGRE was adopted. This involves killing of cattle and burning them. Fieldwork evidence suggest 
that around 200 cattle and approximately 24 donkeys were killed in NOTUGRE, burnt and buried by 
Veterinary Department from Botswana. This is despite that there are no buffalos in the GMTFCA. This 
brutality has left a total of 10 families financially broke and emotionally broken.  One local cattle farmer 
narrated: “After 20 of my cattle were killed in one day, I felt like I lost my father, my mother and all my 
children. I will never recover from this loss because I was not compensated, and no one is saying 
anything about it. My family is now suffering because they have killed our only source of income”14. 
The killing of cattle has already created some antagonism and hatred towards wildlife but most 
importantly it has affected the relationship between conservationists and local communities. Essentially, 
this violence on local communities has negative implication on the creation of GMTFCA.  
 
4.5. Resistance against Transfrontier Conservation Areas  
Unlike other TFCAs that are formed by integrating protected areas (that is mostly government land) 
across the border, the creation of GMTFCA involves combining government, private and communal 
land. Whilst effort has been made to make land available (through buying and contractual agreement) 
for the creation of the TFCA (Sinthumule, 2014), there are a number of private land owners (mostly 
game and irrigation farmers) that are within the TFCA but that are not interested to sell their land or to 
be part of the TFCA (Sinthumule, 2017a, b). For instance, on the South African section of GMTFCA, 
there are 10 game farms and 10 irrigation farms that are within Mapungubwe National Park and the 
TFCA but that are not part of the park. These farms are surrounded by fences, and as a result, the 
GMTFCA remain fragmented (Sinthumule, 2017a). The aim of creating a TFCAs is to create a 
borderless landscape to encourage free movement of wildlife. However, in the case of GMTFCA, fences 
around private land are ubiquitous and this makes it difficult for wildlife to move freely within the 
TFCA. Essentially, the fences undermine the principles of TFCA and challenges the creation of the 
GMTFCA in the region.   
 
                                                            
12 Interviews, community member in Maramani, Zimbabwe, 18/06/2018 
13 Interviews, various community members in Maramani, Zimbabwe, 18/06/2018. 
14 Interview, community member in Maramani, Zimbabwe, 18/06/2018. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS 
TFCAs were founded on the assumption that by expanding protected areas across political and 
economic borders, countries, communities and wildlife profit from ecological, social and economic 
multiplier effects. In addition, it was also expected that cooperation, collaboration and joint 
management of biodiversity by participating nations will help to resolve conservation problems. 
However, this study has demonstrated that these assumptions or promises are not realized in the creation 
of GMTFCA for a number of reasons. The name of the TFCA and the crossing points within the TFCA 
appears to be the main competing agendas and points of conflict surrounding the creation of the 
GMTFCA. Lack of donor funding, violence against communities and resistance by private land owners 
also undermine the implementation of the GMTFCA. This raises intriguing questions; Is transboundary 
conservation the most effective way of conserving biodiversity? Is it necessary to have a contiguous 
protected area across the borders? This study has used evidence from the GMTFCA to demonstrate that 
the creation of TFCA lead to prolonged management disagreement which does not only undermines the 
implementation of TFCA, but endangered the environmental, socio-economic and political objectives 
of TFCAs.  
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